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Nkiru Uwechia Nzegwu's Family Matters joins important new scholarship that explores the previously neglected sources for female power and authority in non-Western or nonmodern cultures. The very best of this new scholarship not only challenges stubborn prejudices that these other cultures are less sophisticated than our own but also poses challenging questions for feminism. Nzegwu's outstanding book is among the best of this new scholarship. Nzegwu explores the role of the family in the precolonial political structure of Igboland, Nigeria, and argues that the feminist concepts underlying this nonpatriarchal African culture may provide a basis for rethinking the framework of Western feminism.
A key part of the framework is the tendency among liberal feminist theorists to oppose the rights of individuals to the claims made on behalf of protecting traditional cultures. If we looked only at how these cultures are currently constructed and interpreted, we would be right to suspect the claims of traditional cultures such as those in Africa. Over the past few decades, landmark court cases in Africa have cast the individual rights of women against the interests of preserving so-called traditional African cultures, and typically, the latter interests have prevailed to women's detriment. Nzegwu argues, however, that current interpretations of African norms and traditions are recent inventions and not true traditions. Moreover, current interpretations grow out of European colonial policies. Prior to colonialism, women played important roles in African cultural traditions, where power between men and women was more evenly balanced. Hence protecting the claims of these older cultures in contrast with the more recently invented ones would actually enhance women's status.
After a thorough examination of the multiple roles of women in precolonial Igbo culture, and the authority and duties these roles once sustained, Nzegwu argues that 1) all concepts of rights are rooted in a specific culture, and 2) older African cultures that had once supported a dual-gender cultural and political system provide a more egalitarian basis for human rights than do Western cultures. Western feminists support a monogender culture, which is implicitly male oriented. Recent African culture provides an even worse basis for understanding rights. African nations insist on anchoring rights in cultural values, but construe these values in terms of colonialist and nationalist policies. These policies remove women from their traditional positions of power and reduce them to the role of wife and dependent in their husband's household.
Nzegwu lays out the differences between the nuclear family model preferred in the West with the different forms of family relationships found in Africa, including consanguineal, polygamous (with men or women having either multiple wives or husbands), matrilineal, patrilineal, matrifocal, and patriarchal. In the complex precolonial Igbo family, all kin were treated as persons with rights, powers, and responsibilities. These family systems were hierarchical but they are not necessarily patriarchal.
Western feminist gender analyses typically treat any kind of social hierarchy or sex difference as oppressive, or so Nezegwu claims. In contrast, older African cultures sustained social hierarchies based on sex roles, but the distribution of rights and powers among these diverse sex-based roles allowed for a sophisticated system of checks and balances among men and women. And this social system was not patriarchal; on the contrary, its axis was maternal.
Nzegwu wrestles authentic African cultural traditions out from under the control of African patriarchs and feminism out from under Western liberal individualism. Igbo communities did not set up men and women as adversaries or otherwise disconnected individuals but as interdependent, and thus it encouraged relationships of cooperation and solidarity. Western feminists might be wary lest these dual-sex communities impose one single model of female identity, but Nzegwu assures us they did not. For example, these older cultures allowed women to raise children in woman-woman marriages. However, as mentioned above, these communities also turned on the importance of motherhood. On the one hand, women who did not have children had lower social status than those who did. On the other hand, maternal Igbo communities granted women substantial power, a far cry from mothers' dependent status in contemporary society.
One of Nzegwu's most interesting chapters sets up a Socratic dialogue between female representatives of the traditional dual-sex Igbo society, including an omu (female monarch) and representatives of twentieth-century Western feminism, including Simone de Beauvoir. The ensuing "docudrama" effectively highlights the major contentions against Western feminism. Here's a sample of the dialogue from Act VI:
De Beauvoir: Motherhood, mothering, and motherhood: Isn't this a case of relegat[ing] the black to the rank of shoeshine boy? Onyeamama: (Springing to her seat and sharply rapping her hips as she let out a derisive hiss.) "You [Western women] call your selves 'women,' but you do not even know what that means. (Impatiently.) How could you have allowed your men to trick you into subservience? They cannot survive on their own, and they know it. Men are weaklings! You must be fools not to know it, too. Now, in your hurt, you want to define the world of women through your fractured lens. Your anger is irrational. It is the anger of onye mmuo (the living dead).
Hypatia
Omu: (In amusement.) You, white people, say we are primitive! (The noisy audience breaks into laughter.) Well, I'm sure there are some things we can teach you, if you will bring down your spirit, and let go of your all-too-knowing attitude (188-90).
Nzegwu concludes her book with an argument against the moral absolutism of universalists who insist upon a transcultural formulation of equality. She argues that the theory of rights of an individualistic liberal society promotes a vision of society at odds with a complex, family-based society. Liberal conceptions of the individual occlude the group connections that Asian, African, and Arab cultures understand better than do their Western counterparts. In view of these vital social bonds and the power sharing they enable, Nzegwu recommends that Western women set up complementary structures of governance with men rather than attempt to integrate into male-defined structures.
Nzegwu is right to argue that Western liberalism could benefit from a notion of equality that connects rights with responsibilities and theorizes individuals in solidarity with others rather than as simply autonomous. Of course, many Western feminists are in fact already at work on this project. The question is how to translate that vision into modern capitalist economic systems where little incentive exists for individuals to identify with larger families and communities or the traditional sexual or social roles embedded within them. Nzegwu suggests that differential sexual roles might be rooted in our biology. But our scientific knowledge of biology is too underdetermined to provide any strong normative guidance without cultural inflection and interpretation, and our culture is decidedly individualistic if not masculinist. Until our science reflects progressive feminist norms, a simple bare-bones appeal to biology will not assist feminist causes.
Nzegwu writes that traditional African cultures sustained a "maternal ethos." Given the reduced importance of mothering in the lives of Western women today, how we could locate a woman-centered ethos is unclear. Still, the claim that women should have some basis for group power is persuasive. Less persuasive is Nzegwu's claim that race-based group differences should count for less than sex-based differences. At least in the United States, race functions as much as sex as a factor in group-based oppression. But this is just to say that it is hard to disagree with Nzegwu's larger claims regarding the importance of groups, cultures, and solidarity for understanding women's rights, and that we need to tread farther down the path Family Matters opens. It has much to teach us.
